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Are Religious Records Different?
ROBERT J. CAIN

A

re religious records different?" It depends. The
answer must take into account such basic
historical considerations as time, place, circumstances, and personalities. This much, as least, is common
to "religious" and "secular" records.

Colonial North Carolina
In 1701 the Church of England was established by statute as the faith thereafter to receive public support, which
it did down to the North Carolina constitution of 1776,
which disestablished Anglicanism in the new state. North
Carolina in 1701 was by virtually any yardstick a pretty
backward place. Although permanent settlement had begun in its northeastern region above Albemarle Sound
almost fifty years before, the white population had reached
only around five thousand, and virtually all of that was
scattered throughout the same northeastern area. The
dispersal of the population meant that no town, or even
village, had come into being. There were no academies of
learning; no churches or chapels; no Anglican priests except for the recently arrived Daniel Brett, whose scandalous behavior would soon lead to his departure into apparent oblivion.
If North Carolina was known for anything in particular in the wider world, it was as a haven for absconding
debtors. Outside judgments on the colony were harsh,
even from churchmen. The secretary of the great English
missionary society founded in 1701, the Society for the
Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts, spoke shortly
after the turn of the century of "this sad Country" of
North Carolina, where there was "hardly any face of Religion, no Ministers, no Churches, no Towns, nor anything
but a vast scatter'd flock without Shepherds and running
wild in the desert.»1 At about the same time a bishop of
London thought that there ought to be a substantial
supplement to the salary offered prospective missionaries to North Carolina, "for," he wrote, "they must live
among Barbarians."2 No more charitable was the opinion of the Reverend John Blair, a missionary spending a
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few months in the colony in 1704, who considered that
he had been sent to "the most Barbarous place in the Continent.»3 Reverend John Urmston in the third decade of
the century characterized North Carolinians as "an
InGratefull people" who constituted "the dreggs and
Gleanings of all other Inglish Colonies."4
My point in dredging up all these extravagant and
ungenerous comments about my native state is to highlight the undoubted fact that North Carolina for much of
its existence as a colony, from 1663 to 1776, did not enjoy an ideal environment for the preservation of records.
Indian wars, rebellions and other civil strife, fires, hurricanes, and especially the absence of a central repository
resulted in the almost total loss of decades of our history.
For example, we have no surviving legislative journals
before 1715, and only a dozen or so extant statutes before
1715, of the several thousand that must have been passed
before that year. No journals of the governor's advisory
council before 1712 are known to exist; similarly, there are
huge gaps in our court records. Only a tiny fraction of the
newspapers printed in the colony during the colonial era
survives-a total of fifty-three issues, although weekly
publication of The North-Carolina Gazette began in 1751.
Only one body of personal correspondence of a North
Carolinian for the entire period down to almost
midcentury survives, and we have no surviving corpus of
governors' papers before midcentury. The lords proprietors of Carolina, the putative rulers of North Carolina
until the colony was royalized in 1729, maintained in London folio entry books of correspondence and minutes of
meetings of the proprietors-material of the first importance. But of the six entry books, no more than a few
dozen pages relate directly to the northern part of their
lordships' province of Carolina; the remainder are concerned with the affairs of the southern part, centered on
Charleston. All of these circumstances taken together,
therefore, endow the records relating to the missionary
activities of the Church of England in North Carolina
with an importance far beyond what they would have were
we in North Carolina blessed with a more nearly complete
corpus of colonial records.

Anglican Missionary Activity
All Anglican missionary activity in North Carolina (with

several minor exceptions) was undertaken by the Society
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for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts, the
SPG. The archives of the SPG have been wonderfully well
preserved over the almost three centuries since its foundation, most of that time at the society's headquarters in
London, and latterly at Rhodes House Library at Oxford
University. The records for the colonial period in America
consist most notably of several series of correspondence,
minute books, and printed annual reports. There are gaps
in the correspondence, perhaps accounted for by a fire at
the SPG at the end of the last century, but I would estimate that fully 90 percent of missionary letters of relevance to our project survive. And those not surviving in
their entirety are often abstracted in the minutes of the
society's monthly meetings.
So, in response to the query, are religious records different, I can affirm that one very important way in which
the ones I have been working with for some years are
"different" consists in the mere fact of their existence,
when quite a lot of the historical record otherwise would
be either blank or very much thinner than it is.
Concerning the content of these religious records, it
would be safe to say that, considered as a body, there is
relatively little in these missionary letters that is really "different" in kind from what one would expect from secular
correspondence of the period. (There are a few exceptions
to this generalization, and I shall discuss them in a moment.) There is, for example, much concern with mundane
matters such as pay and conditions, in other words, salary
and perquisites such as libraries, glebes, parsonages, income from performing marriage ceremonies, and the like.
The letters comment on the political situation, which from
time to time was highly tumultuous. There is also quite a
lot of backbiting and bickering among the missionaries,
as well as much railing against non-Anglican Christians
(Quakers especially, but also Baptists, Presbyterians, Methodists, and others), in contrast to a period in England of
religious quiescence, and of toleration of non-Anglican
protestantism.
Rarely, however, does the correspondence or other
records relating to Anglicanism in colonial North Carolina reflect much if anything of the more spiritual side of
the missionary enterprise-and certainly this would in the
normal course of things be considered a key, indeed necessary, ingredient in any attempt to identify the
"differentness" of religious records. Undoubtedly the
harshness of life in the sort of social, material, and even
climatic environment clerics shared with other North
Carolinians would tend to dull, if not stifle, any inclination toward metaphysical reflection.
Occasionally, however, glimmers of a sense of the
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numinous on the part of Anglican clergy do shine forth.
One of the most hardworking and uncomplaining of the
missionaries to North Carolina was Clement Hall, who
served the northern parts of the colony from 1743 to
1759. In 1753 Hall published a slim volume of religious
aphorisms and prayers, the latter composed by him, and
while not constituting a literary landmark, the book nevertheless does give evidence of genuine piety. A manuscript account of a brief itineration by a Moravian minister who was also in Anglican orders survives in the
Moravian Archives in Winston-Salem. It too displays a
religious ardor encountered very seldom in the usual run
of the records of Anglicanism in North Carolina. Only
two sermons by North Carolina ministers are known to
exist, both of which were printed. One of them (1768)
was directed to the regulator insurgents, advising them not
to risk destruction of the colony, and their own damnation, by rebelling against legitimate authority. The other
was preached before a gathering of Freemasons and was
little more than a panegyric in praise of that organization.
Neither sermon rises to anything that I would consider a
"spiritual" plane.
Minutes of vestry meetings are religious records, and
are "different" in that they are concerned with several
aspects of colonial life not dealt with by secular records
of the time. The most important of these is poor relief.
Following practice in England, vestries were given the
statutory responsibility to furnish assistance to
indigents-providing room and board, nursing care, medical treatment, and burial, as the vestry thought necessary.
These transactions are recorded in the vestry minutes and
are uniquely valuable for social history. It is a great pity that
only one good run of minutes of North Carolina vestries
exists for the entire colonial period, with only scraps from
three others, out of a total of thiT!Y-sixparishes at the end
of the colonial period.
Another area of difference between religious and
secular records well worth mentioning-an area in which
some of the missionary correspondence stands distinctively apart from any surviving secular records or manuscripts of the colonial era in North Carolina-is in attitudes displayed toward slaves, attitudes that manifest much
more of the ideal of Christian charity than is evident in
most of their correspondence. (And this despite the fact
that a number of the missionaries, perhaps even most of
them, were themselves slave owners.) I stress that this
generous attitude is true of some, but certainly not all, of
the clerics; the Reverend John Urmston, serving the
Albemarle region from 1709 to 1721, complained often
and loudly about being so poorly paid that he could not

